IOM Renews Call for Better Infectious-Disease Response
There is still plenty of room to improve international efforts to track and treat emerging and existing infectious diseases, says a sobering new report from the Institute of Medicine (IOM). Its conclusions, released this week, echo those reached 11 years ago in a similar study.
To improve public health, the 18-member IOM panel, co-chaired by Joshua Lederberg of Rockefeller University in New York City, calls for an array of changes, including accelerated vaccine and antimicrobial drug development, a ban on antibiotics used for growth promotion in animals that also fight human disease, and greater cooperation among governments, academia, and corporations.
But even Lederberg, who also helped lead the 1992 study, has doubts about its long-term impact, especially when it comes to threats unrelated to terrorism. The panel's priorities, he says, are "going to be in competition" with national security efforts.
-JENNIFER COUZIN
Congress Focuses on NIH Grants Oversight
Two congressional committees are turning their sights on the National Institutes of Health (NIH), with one asking pointed questions about how the $27 billion agency manages grant funds. On 13 March, Representatives Billy Tauzin (R-LA), chair of the House Energy and Commerce Committee, and James Greenwood (R-PA), who chairs a subcommittee on investigations, wrote NIH Director Elias Zerhouni asking for details on how NIH oversees financial management of grants. The letter asks for copies of fraud and abuse reports, lists of grantees who have exceeded allowed administrative costs, and details on 54 reviews under way by NIH's Office of Management Assessment, which investigates possible fraud.
In the Senate, Judd Gregg (R-NH), chair of the Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions Committee, seems less interested in finances and more in how NIH sets priorities. His staff is surveying disease advocacy and biomedical lobbying groups for their views on matters such as the balance of NIH's basic and applied research and how "barriers" to reporting disease spending can be overcome. The panel is "cooperating with" Tauzin, a spokesperson says. Neither committee has definite plans for hearings.
-JOCELYN KAISER The probe, the brainchild of Stanford University physicist Francis Everitt, consists of four exquisitely sensitive gyroscopes that will search for evidence that time and space are dragged along by Earth's rotation, as relativity predicts. Such measurements of frame dragging, taken by a 700-kilometer-high spacecraft, require a degree of precision that the Stanfordindustry team building the instruments has struggled to achieve. As they have labored, scientists have proposed other ways-some far cheaper-to measure the same effect, although their efficacy is hotly debated. NASA space science chief Ed Weiler says he wants to know "if the time has come to put an end to GP-B."
GP-B has endured a bumpy ride on its long journey to the launch pad. The latest difficulties surfaced late last year, when the probe failed an important engineering test in a sealed, airless chamber that simulates the extreme thermal conditions of space. After the test, engineers found several blown fuses on the spacecraft.
It's not clear what caused the problem. One outside researcher familiar with the test results says that leaks in ground-support equipment likely led to short circuits of the fuses before the test and do not indicate a problem with the spacecraft itself. "This project is not broken by any measure," says Charles Pellerin, an astrophysicist and former NASA manager who has served on GP-B advisory panels and calls the latest event "an ordinary technical problem." But NASA officials have demanded another round of tests, and Weiler says he won't sign off on a launch without "a completely successful thermal vac [uum] test."
Everitt says that the test likely will be done again. But he insists that the probe is sound and that NASA's response is "an extreme overreaction." Other mission supporters worry that too much thermal testing could damage the delicate spacecraft.
Everitt estimates that the additional tests will require pushing back the launch from June to September, adding $26 million to the cost. But NASA's more conservative estimates suggest a November launch and a new tab of at least $36 million. "And that's on top of $130 million [in overruns] since 1999," complains Weiler. Another NASA official estimates that GP-B's launch date has slipped by nearly 3 years since 1999. Although NASA has already spent more than $600 million on the mission, Everitt says that GP-B's overall costs are higher because it never received the usual boost in funding at critical times during its development.
Last week, Weiler set up two independent teams to review the scientific and technical worthiness of the mission and report back in mid-April. The scientific team, to be led by University of Chicago astrophysicist Michael Turner, will pit GP-B against a range of potential alternatives and examine whether
Gravity Mission Faces Make-or-Break Review N A S A S C I E N C E P R O B E
Under stress. Gravity Probe B, shown here before undergoing a critical thermal vacuum test that simulates conditions in space, faces new scrutiny from NASA.
GP-B's merits outweigh delays to other space science efforts. A technical panel will study why the vacuum test failed and whether there are other outstanding engineering issues.
A 1995 National Research Council report gave GP-B a yellow light, calling it "an extraordinarily well-designed experiment" but warning that technical hurdles remain. The panel did not compare GP-B with other space science missions. Weiler warns that another bailout will force him to defer work on the Laser Interferometer Space Antenna, newly proposed in the 2004 budget request and slated for a 2011 launch. Grounding GP-B would also save $60 million in launch costs, he adds.
There is no love lost between Weiler, a blunt-talking manager who has long expressed skepticism about the mission's cost and scientific value, and Everitt, a softspoken and articulate lobbyist with friends in Congress who have thwarted past attempts to kill the program. Weiler already faces a budget crisis without GP-B, thanks to rising cost estimates for the James Webb Space Telescope. But Everitt is determined to save his project: "I never relax." Should tens of millions of U.S. residents worry that their children's drinking water is contaminated with tiny amounts of a rocketfuel ingredient? The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) says yes; the Department of Defense (DOD) and the defense and aerospace companies that manufacture or use the chemical, perchlorate, say no. Now, hard on the heels of a senator's call for rapid regulatory action, EPA, DOD, and several other agencies have agreed to let the National Academy of Sciences (NAS) settle the issue. But some scientists are worried that the new study may be more of a way to delay new standards than a quest for truth.
Both sides agree that perchlorate can decrease thyroid hormone levels, and thyroid hormone levels affect brain development. But EPA relies primarily on lab animal data that show effects at low levels of exposure, whereas the defense groups emphasize human data that show no such effects. A January 2002 EPA draft report recommended a drinking water concentration of 1 part per billion (ppb) as safe for human health, whereas DOD says the number is likely to be much higher.
The academy study will push back the final version of the EPA toxicological review, which had been expected early this year, says William Farland, EPA's acting deputy administrative director for science: "I feel strongly confident in the scientific analysis that we have put forward, but there are also genuine differences of opinion." Jeff Cornell, adviser to the deputy assistant secretary of the Air Force, agrees: "We have a difference in interpretation that we can't solve, so the best thing to do is take it to the NASthe Supreme Court of science."
The latest development caught most EPA scientists involved with perchlorate by surprise. Some suspect that DOD called for the review with the goal of delaying costly cleanup operations. The military was "involved with study design and paid for much of the work," says Kevin Mayer, EPA's regional perchlorate coordinator in San Francisco. "But when they saw how the data was interpreted, they didn't like it," he says.
Not so, says Cornell. "The overriding concern of the Air Force and the Department of Defense is public health. What we know about the human health, environmental, financial, and operational impacts of perchlorate contamination is that it is a very large, important issue, and we have to get it right."
The Administration request came 1 week after Senator Barbara Boxer (D-CA) introduced a bill that would require EPA to set a regulatory standard for perchlorate in drinking water by 1 July 2004. Three days later, military officials told the Senate Armed Services readiness and management support subcommittee that things are moving too fast. "We've excited the American people with little science to back it up," said H. T. Johnson, acting secretary of the Navy. DOD officials argue that EPA cannot order testing and cleanup of perchlorate until it sets a drinking water standard.
Military and defense industry sites are the principal sources of perchlorate contamination. Perchlorate salts are used as oxidizers in solid rocket fuel, which has a limited shelf life and must be replaced regularly. From the 1950s until recently, large volumes were washed out of missiles and rocket boosters onto the ground or into holding lagoons, according to a report by the American Water Works Association Research Foundation. To date, 75 perchlorate release sites have been located in 22 states. Cleanup costs are likely to be enormous, say environmental engineers familiar with the problem.
EPA's draft recommendation draws upon studies suggesting that mothers who drink perchlorate-contaminated water could give birth to children with lower-than-average IQ, according to EPA toxicologist Annie Jarabek of Research Triangle Park, North Carolina, the EPA draft's principal author. In a 1999 study, the IQs of 48 children of hypothyroid women were 7 points lower at age 7 to 9 than were those of children of mothers without the condition. Rat experiments conducted for the EPA review indicate that low levels of perchlorate disrupt thyroid hormones and interfere with brain development in pups. Studies involving adult volunteers suggest that low levels of perchlorate are not a cause for concern, however, at least in people with sufficient levels of iodine. Monte Greer and colleagues at Oregon Health and Science University in Portland and other teams used radioactive iodine isotopes to find out the relation between perchlorate and iodine uptake by the thyroid. Greer has reported that 180 to 220 ppb should be safe. But such studies aren't relevant, insists Grant Anderson, who studies thyroid hormones and brain development at the University of Minnesota, Twin Cities. Thyroid hormones exert their greatest effect on brain development just before and shortly after a baby is born, he says.
The now-delayed EPA review is the first step toward setting a regulatory standard for drinking water. The process usually takes 6 years after the review is finalized. The NAS request will slow this process; such reviews usually take about 2 years. -REBECCA RENNER
